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This thesis investigates the ways in which Russian provincial public museums functioned 
socially, ideologically, and historically during the second half of the 19th century. Using the Tver 
Historical Museum, which opened on August 9, 1866, as a case study, this paper shows the mu-
seum’s involvement in the state’s growing endorsement of ethnic Russian or Great Russian na-
tionalism, and provides insights into the provincial conception of the relationship between the 
provincial localities, the metropolitan center, and the broader empire. Utilizing a variety of 
sources published by the museum, this paper expands previous accounts of the history of muse-
ums inside Russia, which have focused on developments in Moscow and St. Petersburg, while 
also building on the growing field of local studies in Russian history. This thesis reveals the Tver 
Historical Museum’s involvement in the transformation of Russian political imagination from 







TABLE OF CONTENTS 
LIST OF TABLES...................................................................................................................... v 
LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS ..................................................................................................... vi 
INTRODUCTION: THE MUSEUM OPENS ............................................................................. 1 
CHAPTER 1: THE FIRST MUSEUM “BOOM” ........................................................................ 9 
CHAPTER 2: WRITTEN DEPICTIONS OF TVER ................................................................. 12 
CHAPTER 3: THE GROWTH OF THE MUSEUM, 1872 – 1896 ............................................ 20 
CHAPTER 4: THE “HISTORICAL LIFE OF THE ENTIRE RUSSIAN PEOPLE” ................. 26 
CHAPTER 5: THE MUSEUM AS A SITE OF NATIONALISM ............................................. 30 
CONCLUSION: “TVER IS A TINY CITY, A CORNER OF MOSCOW” ............................... 38 
EPILOGUE .............................................................................................................................. 40 
 
 v 
LIST OF TABLES 
Table 1 - Acquisitions from 1879 to 1883.........………...……………………………………….23 






LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 
Illustration 1 - Front of the Men’s Gymnasium (Undated)...……………………………….……16 






INTRODUCTION: THE MUSEUM OPENS 
 
The Tver Historical Museum opened on August 9, 1866, in the presence of a twenty-one-
year old Alexander III, then heir to the throne,1 and his nineteen-year-old brother Grand Duke 
Vladimir Alexandrovich.2 Three months later the museum opened to the public, with the follow-
ing announcement issued in the local Tver Gubernskii Gazette:3 “The Tver Provincial (Gubern-
skii) Statistical Committee considers it necessary to make known that a museum constructed in 
the building of the Tver Provincial (Gubernskii) Gymnasium was visited on the 19th of August 
by the great princes, and is open for the public every Sunday from 11 until 2 in the afternoon free 
and every Monday until three in the afternoon with the fee of 10 kopeks for every visitor.” 4  
 In the second half of the nineteenth century, this museum served as a site of provincial 
culture that was founded, operated, and maintained by individuals who spent their formative 
years in the two capitals, Moscow and St. Petersburg.5 This juxtaposition of capital educated 
                                               
1 Alexander had only become heir to the throne the year before after the death of his much beloved older brother 
Nicholas from spinal meningitis in Nice, France, on April 12, 1865.  For an account of his death, as well as his pop-
ularity, see: Wortman, Richard S., Scenarios of Power : Myth and Ceremony in Russian Monarchy from Peter the 
Great to the Abdication of Nicholas II (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 219. 
 
2 V. I. Kolosov, “K istorii Tverskogo Muzeia,” Pamiatniki Grazhdanskoi Stariny, Оblastnaia Istoriia (1901): 335.  
 
3 This newspaper was published from 1839 to 1917 and, traditionally, consisted of two parts: official and unofficial. 
More information can be found about it at: Tverskie Gubernskie Vedomosti, http://library.tversu.ru/in-
dex.php/reader/39-about-library/kncol/93-tvergubved. Accessed 26 Nov. 2018. 
 http://library.tversu.ru/index.php/reader/39-about-library/kncol/93-tvergubved 
 
4 T. V. Chernykh, “Agent po sobiraniiu drevnostei” in Muzei-pamiat vekov: poiski i nakhodki : materialy iubileinoi 
konferentsii, ed. U. M. Boshniaka (Tver : Tverskoi gosudarstvennyi obedinennyi muzei : Liliia Print, 2001), 5.  
 
5 For example,  Governor Peter Romanovich Bagration, who headed the commission that created the museum,  was 
educated in the Military Academy in St. Petersburg, and then in the Petersburg Academy of Sciences. Additionally, 
the City Head during the creation of the museum was Aleksei Fedorovich Golovinskii. He was born in 1810 in St. 
Petersburg, as a serf of princess A. A. Golitsyna. Freed in 1840, he moved to Tver in 1841 after marrying the daugh-
ter of the local merchant Svaitogorov. He was involved in a number of improvements for the city including the 
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officials  and the provincial location of the museum they staffed, indicates this institution’s sig-
nificance as a space of mediation, offering interpretations of history, through its selection and 
display of discrete physical objects and justification of this selection and display in various writ-
ten documents, imbricated in the evolving discourses of identity and the nation occurring in both 
Tver and the capitals. This understanding of museums as sites of culture, and the desirability of 
interrogations of them as such, are commonly accepted in contemporary academia, with modern 
scholars seeing museums as institutions enabling the “construction, legitimization, and mainte-
nance of cultural realities.”6 This scholarly consensus owes an indebtedness to certain cultural 
thinkers who have changed and challenged conceptions of how culture, particularly certain as-
pects of “high” culture, are connected with the domination of ruling elites. Notable among these 
theorists are the Sardinian Marxist Antonio Francesco Gramsci (1891–1937) and the French so-
ciologist Pierre Bourdieu (1930–2002). Gramsci’s concept of cultural hegemony, with its discus-
sions of the coercion and consent implied in an elite’s rule of a society,  shows, “the tendency of 
public discourse to make some forms of experience readily available to consciousness while ig-
noring or suppressing others.”7 Meanwhile, Bourdieu’s sociological concept of cultural capital, 
which is linked to  social inequality and social position, describes the “set of cultural competen-
cies which a person needs to acquire to participate in a whole range of cultural activities.”8 
                                               
creation of the museum in 1866. That officials working for the museum were educated in the capitals prior to mov-
ing, or being assigned to the provinces, is not out of the ordinary– this was a fairly straightforward career path dur-
ing this time. More information can be found on Golovinskii’s rather remarkable life in the following unpublished 
thesis dissertation: Nathan M. Gerth, “Town: Tver’, the Classical Imperial Order, and the Rise of Civic Society in 
the Russian Provinces, 1763-1861” (PhD diss, University of Notre Dame, 2014), 297.   
 
6  Donald Preziosi and Claire Farago, introduction to Grasping the World: The Idea of the Museum, ed. Donald Pre-
ziosi and Claire Farago (Burlington: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2004), 2. 
 
7 T J Jackson Lears, “The Concept of Cultural Hegemony: Problems and Possibilities,” The American Historical 
Review 90, no. 3 (1985): 577. 
 
8 Anne Goulding, “Libraries and Cultural Capital,” Journal of Librarianship and Information Science 40, no. 4 
(2008): 235. 
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Daniel Sherman in his Worthy Monuments: Art Museums and the Politics of Culture in Nine-
teenth-Century France notes the utility of these thinkers’ work, as well as the work of the French 
literary theorist and philosopher Roland Barthes (1915–1980), in providing historians with an  
analytical framework for understanding how “ruling elites derive power from the sphere of high 
culture they define, use culture to legitimate their domination of the whole society, and mask the 
historical constructedness of their work in a mode of signification that makes it seem natural or 
inevitable.”9 
 Museums, however, are complex organizations maintained by complex individuals, in 
which conflicts, the result of contrary cultural and economic objectives or power struggles be-
tween individual actors motivated by various petty human jealousies and passions, also occur. 
Therefore, scholars must be wary in their discussions of museums’ utility for legitimizing the 
rule of the society’s hegemonic elites, to avoid ascribing these institutions abstract, and surely 
mistaken, notions of social control, while simultaneously remaining committed to critically ex-
amining the ways in which they reproduce hegemonic values of the society that they inhabit.10 
Instructive in this regard is the work of Tony Bennett. Opposing interpretations of museums that 
view them as bulwarks of the status quo, merely reflecting the desires of the dominate social 
structures shaping society, Bennett posits that museums offer “both a new way of writing the so-
cial order and new social inscriptions of social actors; new ways of inserting persons discursively 
within social and historical relations and of defining their tasks within those relations.”11  
                                               
9 Daniel Sherman, Worthy Monuments: Art Museums and the Politics of Culture in Nineteenth-Century France 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989), 5. 
 
10 For a discussion in avoiding this intellectual pitfall see Lears’s enlightened and enlightening discussion on this 
topic here: Lears, “The Concept of Cultural Hegemony,” 587-8. 
 
11 Tony Bennett, “‘Speaking to the Eyes: Museums, Legibility and the Social Order,’” in Politics of Display, edited 
by S. MacDonald (London: Routledge, 1998), 30.  
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Recently, Francine Hirsch has provided an example of critically examining the ways in 
which museums “write the social order” in the early Soviet Union with her Empire of Nations: 
Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet Union. Here, she examines how the Bol-
sheviks changed individual and group identities during the early years of the Soviet Union, and 
posits the museum as a cultural technology of rule that is “fundamental to state-building.” 12 In-
side Tver, a city lying between the two historic capitals of the Russian Empire, Moscow and St. 
Petersburg, and judged in the nineteenth century to be on the cultural periphery of both, the Tver 
Historical Museum engaged not in “state-building,” but in “nation building.” Within this institu-
tion, pride and affection for Tver, the local, was used to bolster and amplify attendant pride and 
affection for the Russian nation and empire, with the museum serving as a vehicle for ethnic na-
tionalism.13   
 Nationalism and museums exploded together in the nineteenth century, with museums 
offering a space in which more abstract ideas such as a “national past’ or “ethnic identity” could 
be manifested in distinct concrete objects.14 As early as 1872, an explicit connection was made 
between nationalism and museums in Russia when K.N. Bestuzhev-Riumin, a professor of his-
tory at St. Petersburg University, defined public museums as “one of the most powerful means to 
                                               
12 Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations: Ethnographic Knowledge & the Making of the Soviet Union (Ithaca, N.Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 2005), 13. 
 
13 Nationalities other than Russians rarely featured in the museum, and when they were shown it was generally in 
the context of war. This can be seen in the cannons taken from Swedes in the Finnish War of 1808 presented in the 
museum’s original exhibition in 1866, as well as in the 1888 publication of Ekaterina Pavlovna’s letters mainly ex-
pressing her thoughts about the War of 1812. This consistent representation of 19th century wars, in a museum sup-
posedly focused on archaeology and prehistory, provides evidence for the “vital role of the war cult in Russian na-
tional discourse.” O. E. Maĭorova, From the Shadow of Empire: Defining the Russian Nation through Cultural My-
thology, 1855-1870 (Madison, Wis: University of Wisconsin Press, 2010), 20. 
 
14 For a broader discussion of the relationship between museums and the construction of national identity, beyond 
simply the case of Russia, see: Fiona McLean, “Museums and the Construction of National Identity: A Review,” 
International Journal of Heritage Studies 3, no. 4 (1998): 244–52. 
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attain national consciousness.”15 Katia Dianina describes museums during this period as playing 
“a major role in the formation of nations”16 and as “pivotal sites for the display of national herit-
age and identity.”17 Connected with these roles, museums “serve to preserve a collective 
memory, display artifacts, fashion a national image, and provide a forum for education and de-
bate.”18 However, this fashioned national identity for public show “is always a construct, more 
desiderata than factual history” 19 with museums being able to “serve the national community 
and, at the same time, to mold [sic] it by rendering the visitor a participating citizen.”20  
Vital to understanding the Tver Historical Museum and its embrace of nationalism are 
two persons – one living, the other deceased at the time of its opening. The former is Avgust 
Kasimirovich Zhiznevskii (1819 – 1896).21 Born in Polotsk to the family of a middling bureau-
crat of Polish nationality who had achieved the status of a personal noble, Zhiznevskii attended 
Moscow University from 1837 to 1841, before taking up state service in Moscow in 1843. He 
first served in Tver in the 1850s, before leaving for the provincial capitals of Samara and Kazan. 
After his appointments there, he returned to Tver in 1860s when he was appointed to Tver’s 
                                               
15 Katia Dianina, “Museum and Society in Imperial Russia: An Introduction,” Slavic Review 67, no. 4 (2008): 908. 
 
16 Katia Dianina,“The Return of History: Museum, Heritage, and National Identity in Imperial Russia,” Journal of 




18 Katia Dianina, When Art Makes News: Writing Culture and Identity in Imperial Russia (Dekalb: Northern Illinois 
University Press, 2013), 78. 
 
19 Katia Dianina, “Museum and Society,” 909. 
 
20 Dianina, When Art Makes News, 81. 
 
21The name Zhiznevskii is connected to a Polish noble family of the coat of arms of Bialynia, dating back to the 16th 
century “ ESBE/Zhiznevskie Ili Zhizhnevskie," Vikiteka, accessed November 27, 2018,  https://ru.wik-
isource.org/wiki/ЭСБЕ/Жизневские_или_Жижневские. For more comprehensive information on Zhiznevskii’s 
biography that what is included in this brief adumbration, see A.E. Shaplov, “August Kazimirovich Zhiznevskii: K 
190-Letiiu so Dnia Rozhdeniia,” Tverskaia Starina, no. 29 (2009): 28-38.  
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statistical committee. Provincial statistical committees, created by the 1830s reforms of Nicholas 
I, were  organizations in the European provinces of the Russian Empire which, presided over by 
civil governors and supervised by governors-general, collected various data pertaining to the 
province in the hopes of compiling accurate descriptions of its economy, industry, and trades.22 
In 1863 he became head of the treasury in Tver province, and in 1872 he was named assistant to 
the chair of the statistical committee. In 1872 he also became the organizer of the Tver Historical 
Museum: an event recorded as starting “a new epoch in the life” of this institution.23 Acquisitions 
and attendance sharply rose during his tenure, and he remained the organizer of the museum until 
his death in 1896. Himself an archaeologist, which was not yet a fully established discipline, it 
was during his tenure that the museum devoted itself mainly to the display of objects pertaining 
to archaeology and local prehistory.  
The other, deceased, individual, vital to understanding the museum’s embrace of nation-
alism is Grand Duchess Ekaterina Pavlovna (1788 – 1819). The sister of Alexander I and grand-
daughter of Catherine II, Ekaterina was born on May 10, 1788, in St. Petersburg. She married 
Prince George of Oldenburg in 1809, and, while living  in Tver from 1809 to 1812, 24 held a sa-
lon, where such topics as nationalism and conservatism were discussed, in the city. In the second 
half of the nineteenth century, the Tver Historical Museum displayed two oil portraits of this fig-
ure, and published a collection of her letters, translated from the French, accompanied by a short 
foreword by a certain E. A. Pushkin. The letters, written from 1811 to 1816, contain her 
                                               
22 For discussion of the history of provincial statistical committees  and Russian statistics, see the webpage of the 
Russian Federation Federal State Statistics Service: “Development of the System of State Statistics and Origin of Its 
Methodological Fundamentals,” accessed March 11, 2019, http://www.gks.ru/wps/wcm/con-
nect/rosstat_main/rosstat/en/main/history/doc_1112270986125. 
 
23V. I.  Kolosov, Kratkoe Opisanie Tverskogo Muzria, vol. 1: (Tver, Tver gubernskaia tip.: 1911-12), 4. 
 
24 More information can be found on her here: E. M. Sobko, “Liudi. Sobytiia. Fakty. Velikaia Kniaginia Ekaterina 
Pavlovna,” Voprosy Istorii 03 ( 2004): 135–39. 
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correspondence with Nikolai Mikhailovich Karamzin, the famous Russian historian, poet, jour-
nalist, and sentimentalist. The majority of the letters detail her thoughts about the War of 1812 
and clearly display her pride in Russia and Tver.  
These two individuals, their stories, and the larger biography of the institution itself, point 
to five  conclusions. First, this museum’s origins, and the origins of Russian provincial museums 
more generally, lay in the 1830s reforms of Nicholas I, which enabled the creation of 
knowledge-generating projects in the provinces, such as provincial newspapers and statistical 
committees. Second, the Tver Historical Museum was intended to serve as a prestigious site of 
culture since its founding and worked to combat the image of provinces as places of boredom 
and emptiness, an image that was widespread in the literature of the period. Third, this institution 
served as a site of civic identification and connection to the larger constructs of the Russian na-
tion and empire. Rather than existing in opposition, these “local” and “center” identities were 
simultaneously invoked, amplifying each other. Fourth, the museum was imbricated in the larger 
ideological shifts and transformations of Russian political thought occurring in the second half of 
the nineteenth century, namely, the growing intensification of Russification policies and nation-
alism in the 1880s during the reign of Alexander III. Richard Wortman, while looking primarily 
at the symbolic representation of the Russian tsars and the shifting understandings of monar-
chical sovereignty in Russia, describes the transformation of the empire’s image from a “multi-
national union of elites” present early in the nineteenth century to a “dominion of the Russian 
state” during the reigns of Alexander III and Nicholas II.25 The Tver Historical Museum, as a site 
of education in the province, was involved in this transformation of Russian political imagination 
                                               
25 Richard Wortman, “The Tsar and the Empire. Representation of the Monarchy and Symbolic Integration in Impe-
rial Russia,” In Comparing Empires: Encounters and Transfers in the Long Nineteenth Century, ed. Jorn Leonhard 
and Ulrike von Hirschhausen (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011), 277.  
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through its presentation of the empire as primarily an ethnic Russian construct. Fifth, this empha-
sis on the Russian nation, as a site of loyalty located over even that of the monarch, as well as the 
museum’s emphasis on Tver’s importance to this nation, over even that of St. Petersburg and 
Moscow, shows the radical democratizing possibilities of nineteenth-century Russian national-
ism to decenter traditional spaces and elites as sites of veneration and submission, and to insert 





CHAPTER 1: THE FIRST MUSEUM “BOOM” 
 
In contemporary scholarship the growth of museums across Europe in the second half of 
the nineteenth century is typically identified as the first museum “boom.” During this time 
roughly 100 museums opened in Britain from 1872 to 1887; 50 museums opened in Germany 
from 1876 to 1880; and over 80 museums opened in the Russian Empire from the 1870s to the 
1890s, many of which were located in the provinces.26 The growth of museums in the Russian 
Empire is commonly attributed to the effects of both the Great Exhibition of the Works of Indus-
try of All Nations,  the so-called “Crystal Palace” exhibition, in 1851 in London and the Great 
Reforms of Alexander II enacted between 1861 to 1874. The Great Exhibition was the first in a 
series of World’s Fairs that showcased  culture and industry. Thirty states including Russia took 
part in the 1851 exhibition, and over 6 million visitors attended it,  including 854 Russians. 
While the Russian contribution to this international exhibition was small, Katia Dianina finds 
that this event had large resonance in Russian society, as a source of inspiration and a “chal-
lenge” for Russians to find their own “style of self-representation” tied to modernization.27 
Meanwhile, the Great Reforms, initiated in 1861 with the freeing of the serfs, engendered in-
creasing literacy and the expansion of the public sphere, leading to the creation in the 1860s of 
                                               
26 Figures taken from “Museum | Definition, History, Types, & Operation,” Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed No-
vember 27, 2018, https://www.britannica.com/topic/museum-cultural-institution. and Katia Dianina “Muzeinyi vek 
v rossii”  (Paper presented at Muzeologiia Muzeevedenie v KHKHI veke: problemy izucheniia i prepodavaniia, St. 
Petersburg, Russia, May, 2008. Accessible: http://museology-spb.narod.ru/bibr.html ) 4. 
 
27 Katia Dianina“ Muzeinyi vek v rossii,” 5.  
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“all kinds of new institutions of culture: exhibitions and museums devoted to agriculture , eth-
nography , applied science, and ancient art.”28 
Despite the emphasis placed on these two events in modern historiography, the origins of 
the Tver Historical Museum, and provincial museums more generally, lay in the earlier 1830s 
reform period of Nicholas I.29 These comprehensive local government reforms, often neglected 
in the broader historiography of this period,30 restructured local society through the establish-
ment of statistical committees in the European provinces of the Russian Empire in 1834 and the 
publishing of provincial newspapers in 1837.31 Together the statistical committees and provincial 
papers “provided an institutional framework for the study of the local.”32 These provincial statis-
tical committees played active roles in their local societies, and commissioned a great number of 
statistical, meteorological, ethnographic, archaeological, and historical studies. Newspapers also 
                                               
28 Katia Dianina,“The Return of History: Museum, Heritage, and National Identity in Imperial Russia.” Journal of 
Eurasian Studies, 1 (2010): 115. Accordingly, in 1858, the Kremlin Armory offered limited access to the public; in 
1859, the Museum of Agriculture opened in St. Petersburg; starting in 1860, the Academy of Fine Arts organized 
regular annual exhibitions; in 1862, the Rumiantsev Museum opened in Moscow; also in 1862, Russia took part in 
the Second World’s Fair in London; in 1867, Moscow’s ethnographic exhibition took place, and in 1872 in Moscow 
the polytechnical exhibition opened up and the historical museum was founded. Katia Dianina, When Art Makes 
News, 75. 
 
29 It should be noted that the history of Russian museums can be seen as starting as early as the end of the sixteenth 
century when the first Muscovite collections of rarities formed. The first “museum” was Peter the Great’s Kun-
stkamera, founded in 1719. Peter’s museum displayed Dutch artwork, ancient coins, and statues, as well as “such 
abominations as eight-legged and two-mouthed lambs, deformed calves, Siamese twins and two-headed babies pre-
served in formalin.” The next significant development in the history of Russian museums was the founding of the 
Hermitage in 1764 by Catherine the Great who hoped to establish “a collection in Russia that would rival the older 
and more prestigious museums of Western Europe.” The impact of these developments, however, was limited. The 
Kunstkamera basically “dissolved” by 1836 and the Hermitage remained closed to the wider public until the mid-
nineteenth century. Dianina, When Art Makes News, 75–76.  
 
30 Catherine Evtuhov in her Portrait of a Russian Province: Economy, Society, and Civilization in Nineteenth-Cen-
tury Nizhnii Novgorod laments this short shrift given to this reform period pointing out that Janet Harley, Nicholas 
Riasanovsky, Hugh Seton-Watson, and S. Fredrick Starr all failed to recognize the significance of the legislation of 
1837 in their respective publications. Catherine Evtuhov, Portrait of a Russian Province: Economy, Society, and 
Civilization in Nineteenth-Century Nizhnii Novgorod (Pittsburg: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2011), 135. 
 
31 Susan Smith-Peter “How to Write a Region: Local and Regional Historiography.” Kritika: Explorations in Rus-
sian and Eurasian History 5, no. 3 (2004): 530. 
 
32 Ibid., 531. 
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provided a forum for geographical, historical, archaeological, and ethnographic information, 
which assisted not in only the research into localities but also in the development of local provin-
cial identities.33  
Tver’s statistical committee, which founded Tver’s museum, and Tver’s local newspaper, 
which announced the opening of the museum to the broader public, were  founded respectively 
in 1836 and 1839. In other words, they were direct products of these 1830s reforms. Tver’s sta-
tistical committee ran the museum after its establishment in 1866, and Avgust Kasimirovich 
Zhiznevskii served as a representative of this statistical committee when  he was appointed to 
head the museum.  These 1830s reforms, a result of Nicholas I’s pursuit of total knowledge for 
“total control, ”34 paradoxically spurred the growth of provincial autonomy and identity through 
the formation of organizations that studied localities in depth. The complex relationship between 
the center and the local, evident in the later development of provincial museums, is implicated 
even at this early moment of their conception. 
  
                                               
33 Ibid. 
 




CHAPTER 2: WRITTEN DEPICTIONS OF TVER 
 
Contemporaneously with the restructuring of provincial society through the 1830s re-
forms, a literary image emerged that depicted the provinces as cultureless backwaters. This im-
age affected contemporary travelers’ perceptions of Tver, with their writings mirroring these al-
ready existing stereotypes. The Tver Historical Museum, as a site of culture, contested these de-
pictions of life in Tver and succeeded in promoting a more positive evaluation of the city, as 
evinced in travelers’ writings after the museum’s founding in 1866.  
 Both Alexander Pushkin (1799-1837) and Nikolai Gogol (1809-1852) contributed to the 
literary understanding of the provinces as primarily sites of boredom.35 Through examining 
Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin, published in 1831, Susan Smith-Peters describes the poet’s labeling 
of the provinces as “feminine, unadorned, unsophisticated” opposed to the more masculine and 
civilized capitals.36 Additionally, in 1836 The Contemporary, a journal founded and edited by 
Pushkin, published a letter to the editor, written by Pushkin himself, in the “voice of a huffy 
reader” from none other than Tver, “claiming to express the decidedly naive opinions of ‘humble 
                                               
35 The word province as a geographical administrative unit, taken from the polish provincja, came into the Russian 
language at the end of the 17th century when it was used in official degrees by Peter I. This use of the word in a legal 
sense ended in 1775 with Catherine the Great favoring instead the word gurbeniia. Despite this, this word continued 
to be used in literature, with it often being used in opposition to the cultured “capitals.” Or in other words, “continu-
ing to remain in the language, the word falls into semantic drift, gradually acquiring a new volume and transforming 
itself into something close to a metaphor.” A. F. Belousov and T. V. Tsivian, eds., Russkaia Provintsiia--Mif-Tekst-
Realnost (Moskva: Sankt-Peterburg : Izd-vo “Tema,” 2000), 19.  
 
36 It should be noted however, that Smith-Peter additionally in her analysis sees Pushkin as presenting the provinces 
as more “authentic” than the capitals as well. It is not surprisingly that the work of a complex and skilled poet would 
contain a multitude of meanings, some even contradictory, embedded inside of it. Susan Smith-Peter, “Bringing the 
Provinces into Focus: Subnational Spaces in the Recent Historiography of Russia”  Kritika: Explorations in Russian 
and Eurasian History 12, no. 12 (2011): 838 
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provincials.’”37 Gogol’s 1842 Dead Souls also helps foster the image of the province as a back-
water, by describing the “town of N” as “defined almost wholly by absence and lack.”38 Vladi-
mir Sollogub (1813 – 1882) was also involved in this smearing of the provinces; in his 1843 The 
Tarantas one character  remarks, “All of our provincial cities look alike. See one and you will 
know them all.”39  
Writings by travelers to Tver in this period reveal a striking similarity to these literary as-
sessments of the provinces.40 In 1828 A.E. Izmailov gave the following rather dramatic appraisal 
of the life, or lack of it, in the city, “I languished, I died in Tver. Other than playing card games, 
there is nothing to do there. No one loves literature, and they look at writers as enemies of soci-
ety, especially satirical and truthful writers who said what they thought  about small provincial 
landlords and laughed at them.”41 The writer Fedor Mikhailovich Dostoevskii, who had previ-
ously been incarcerated in a tsarist prison and lived in a penal labor camp in Omsk, Siberia, for 
four years, also lamented life in Tver. On September 22, 1859, he described Tver as dark and 
cold, and further elaborated, “there is no movement, no interests – even the library is not decent. 
                                               
37 Anne Lounsbery, ""No, This Is Not the Provinces!" Provincialism, Authenticity, and Russianness in Gogol's 
Day," The Russian Review 64, no. 2 (2005): 277. 
 
38 Lounsbery, ""No, This Is Not the Provinces!" 260. 
 
39The quote then continues with another character arguing,  “However the society does not look alike” to which the 
previous speaker replies “Oppositely, society looks even more alike than the buildings.” Vladimir Sollogub, Povesti 
Vospominaniia (Leningrad: Khudozestvennaia Literatura Leningradsckoe Otdelenie: 1988), 218.  
 
40 Interestingly, this is despite Catherine II’s known affection for the province. After a widespread fire in 1763 de-
stroyed much of the city, she commissioned General V. V. Fermor and the architects A. V. Kvasov, P. R. Nikitin, 
and M. F. Kozakov to rebuild Tver in the style of. St. Petersburg. Her development of the city included the construc-
tion of wide streets, stone construction of buildings, and employment of night watchmen and a fire department: all 
of this contributing to the city’s beautification and its rising levels of safety. Catherine’s affection towards the city is 
best shown in her comment in a letter  to Baron Friedrich Melchior Grimm that “after St. Petersburg, Tver is the 
most beautiful city in the empire.” Robert E. Jones, Provincial Development in Russia Catherine II and Jacob Siev-
ers (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1984), 94, 131-32. 
 
41 Aleksandr Izmailov, “Pismo V. Skottu ot 3 iulia, 1828 g.,” reprinted in Tver v khudozhestvennoi literature i pub-
litsistike: antologiia, ed. L. N. Skakovskaia and A. V. Trushchenkova (Tver: Nauchnaia kniga, 2010), 33.  
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A real prison!” 42 In a subsequent letter, these complaints continue, “Tver is unbelievably boring. 
Conveniences are few. The high prices are terrible. It is well built, but boring.”43 While personal 
experiences no doubt played a role in these various authors’ and travelers’ denigrations of life in 
the provinces, the idea of the provinces as spaces lacking in culture also served a distinct pur-
pose. Through establishing the provinces as sites without culture, these writers simultaneously 
established a binary in which the capitals, opposed to the provinces, became places of culture, 
and the writers, themselves, cultured individuals.  
After the establishment of the Tver Historical Museum in 1866, a shift occurs in the writ-
ten representations of Tver by travelers to the area. Alongside surviving complaints about the 
lack of adequate cultural activity, more positive evaluations of the city emerge, with several writ-
ten descriptions specifically noting, and praising, the museum. This shift in Tver’s representation 
is connected to the changing representations of Russian provincial life more generally in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century. As a result of the Great Reforms of Alexander II by the 
1870s, “provincial cities were transformed from administrative outposts of a powerful central 
government into local centers with a burgeoning local press, an explosion of commerce, an ac-
tive scientific and literary life, a steadily increasing prosperity and a growing consciousness of 
their own local identity and potential political weight.”44 This cultural growth of the provinces 
questioned the binary between the uncultured provinces and cultured capitals; a binary that was 
                                               
42 Fedor Dostoevskii, “Pismo A. E. Vrangeliu 22 Sentiabria 1859”  reprinted in Tver v khudozhestvennoi literature i 
publitsistike: antologiia, ed. L. N. Skakovskaia and A. V. Trushchenkova (Tver : Nauchnaia kniga, 2010), 32.  
 
43 Fedor Dostoevskii, “Pismo A. I. Geibovicu  23 Oktiabria 1859.  22 Sentiabria 1859”  reprinted in Tver v 
khudozhestvennoi literature i publitsistike: antologiia, ed. L. N. Skakovskaia and A. V. Trushchenkova (Tver: 
Nauchnaia kniga, 2010), 33.  
 
44 Evtuhov, Portrait of a Russian Province, 12.  Evtuhov places so much emphasis on the changes these reforms 




put under additional pressure as peasant migration to the two capitals led to intellectual anxiety 
over the growing urban poor. 45 
 In the newer more positive depictions of Tver, the museum was often singled out for 
praise, metonymically reinforcing the notion of this city itself as a site of culture. Indicative of 
this shift in written representations, is A. P. Subbotin’s statement in 1894, thirty-five years after 
Dostoevsky’s already noted complaints, “The grandest (paradnoe) place of the city, this is the 
grand building of the men’s gymnasium.”46 During this time the museum was located inside the 
men’s gymnasium, a school for men in their teenage years, potentially preparing them for univer-
sity study.47  Later in his letter, Subbotin praises the museum specifically: “Most interesting in 
the city, is the museum organized by the cares of Zhiznevskii (for 19 years he gathered this col-
lection instead of games of whist) – it is the most wonderful museum in Russia.” 48 V. Sidorov  
in 1895 also praised the museum writing, “The huge majestic building of the men’s gymnasium 
with an interesting archaeological museum, and the beautiful building of the palace, make the 
street completely stately (paradnoi).” 49  
                                               
45 Joan Neuberger details this intellectual anxiety over the growth of the urban poor in her Hooliganism: Crime, Cul-
ture, and Power in St. Petersburg, 1900-1914. She finds that the term hooliganism was used by the boulevard press 
to refer to a wide disparity of crimes seemingly expressing a newly defiant attitude among the lower classes. These 
crimes ranged from spitting and shouting obscenities to rape and murder.  Joan Neuberger, Hooliganism : Crime, 
Culture, and Power in St. Petersburg, 1900-1914 (Berkeley: University of Calif. Press, 1993). 
 
46 A.P. Subbotin, “Volga i Volgari” reprinted in Tveri v khudozhestvennoi literature i publitsistike: antologiia, ed. L. 
N. Skakovskaia and A. V. Trushchenkova (Tver: Nauchnaia kniga, 2010), 47. 
 
47 The museum was located in this building until 1896  when Zhiznevskii died. After his death, the museum then 
moved to the museum moved to the Imperial Travel Palace (imperatorskii putevoi dvorets) and came under the con-
trol of the Tver Scholarly Archival Commission, with V. I. Kolosov becoming the keeper of the museum.  Y.M. 
Bushnyak, L.V. Rachinskaya, I.N. Chernix, O.G. Zimina, A.N. Aleksandrovna, G.N. Kusymina, G.E. Romanova, 
and C.A. Gerasimova. Glavnyi Muzei Tveri : Tverskoi Kraevedcheskii Muzei, (Tver: Liliya LTD, 2000), 1. 
 
48 A.P. Subbotin, “Volga i Volgari” reprinted in Tver v khudozhestvennoi literature i publitsistike: antologiia, ed. L. 
N. Skakovskaia and A. V. Trushchenkova (Tver: Nauchnaia kniga, 2010), 47. 
 
49 VM  Sidorov, “Po Rossii I. Volga, Putevye zametki, vpechatleniia ot Valdaia do Kaspiia”  
reprinted in Tver’ v khudozhestvennoi literature i publitsistike: antologiia, ed. L. N. Skakovskaia and A. V. Trush-
chenkova (Tver: Nauchnaia kniga, 2010), 45. 
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 Illustration 1: Front of the Men’s Gymnasium (Undated) 
 
Source: “ Tver- Makarievskaia,  Chto Pri Tverskoi Muzhskoi Gimnazii (v Meditsinskoi Akademii) Tserkov,” 





Implicit in these accounts is the recognition and appreciation of the physical structure of 
the men’s gymnasium, which housed the museum, as a place of beauty and “majesty.” The praise 
for the architecture of a gymnasium is not out of the ordinary in texts from this period. Gymnasi-
ums, as rather haughtily remarked by the author of The Englishwoman in Russia, published in 
1855, were among “the only buildings that were tolerable” in provincial towns, alongside gov-
ernment offices, and churches.  The Tver Gubernskii Gymnasiums,50  of which this men’s gym-
nasium was a part, opened in 1808 as part of the expansion of secondary and post-secondary ed-
ucation under Alexander I.51 The structure housing the museum, built between 1843  and 1859 
by the architect K. B. Heidenreich, embodied the neoclassical style popular at this time, and 
                                               
50 Also referred to as the Men’s Gymnasium. 
 
51 Lady. The Englishwoman in Russia: Impressions of the Society and Manners of the Russians at Home (New York, 
C. Scribner: 1855), 19.  
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would not have seemed out of place in either contemporary St. Petersburg or Western Europe.52 
Inside this neoclassical structure, the museum inhabited a single room, 25 by 9 square meters, 
crowded to the brim with a variety of disparate objects.   
The most notable shift in regard to Tver’s cultural life, however, occurs in the mind of 
Zhiznevskii, as his appreciation for the province, and his memory regarding his first perception 
of this province, change after the establishment of the museum and his continued residence in the 
city. Zhiznevskii, who today is described as “one of the most significant Tver figures of science 
and culture,” was not initially pleased with his assignment to Tver in the 1850s as an official in 
the criminal court. 53 In correspondence with his friend Aleksandr Stepanovich Ogolin, he re-
vealed dissatisfaction with the physical appearance of the city and the society located within its 
walls. “The railroad which brushes up against Tver’; the proximity of Moscow; and much else in 
addition, make Tver’ look good to travelers en route from one capital to the other, like a city with 
a rich local society.”54 He finds that this appearance is misleading. “Good buildings are only visi-
ble from the road, but pathetic homes in which people live in need and poverty make up three 
quarters of the city.” 55 He further writes, “I have not found society here, in the accepted meaning 
of the word, and have no reason to suspect its existence. Everyone lives in their own domestic 
                                               
52 For an exploration of the relationship between nationalism and museum architecture in Russian in the nineteenth 
please see: Maya Gervits, “Historicism, Nationalism, and Museum Architecture in Russia from the Nineteenth to the 
Turn of the Twentieth Century,” Visual Resources 27, no. 1 (March 2011): 32–47, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01973762.2011.542352.  Unfortunately for the purposes of this thesis, this article talks 
mainly about museums constructed in the late nineteenth century and the buildings designed for them, and therefore 
does not discuss museums inhabiting prebuilt structures. Additionally, the article’s focus is exclusively on develop-
ments in St. Petersburg and Moscow.  
 
53 A.E. Shaplov “August Kazimirovich Zhiznevskii: K 190-Letiiu so Dnia Rozhdeniia .” Tverskaia Starina, no. 29 
(2009): 37. 
 
54 This is Nathan M. Gerth’s translation and not my own. Gerth, “A Model Town,” 260-61.  
 
55 Ibid., 261.  
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circle, starting on from the Governor and extending down to the department heads of the criminal 
court.”56 As a result, “despite the highway and the railroad Tver is an extremely sleepy town.”57 
In the end, he asserts he had not met a single cultured individual in the city, which does not 
“speak in favor of the city’s prosperity!”58 Here Zhiznevskii is attempting to make sense of his 
surroundings and experiences, with his attempts to do so ultimately being shaped by the domi-
nant cultural expectations of the time: namely, that the provinces are miserable places to be sent 
for work.59  
 At odds with this recorded discomfort are Zhiznevskii’s later remembrances of this pe-
riod. An article published in honor of the 150th anniversary of his birth describes his initial as-
signment to the city as follows, “Zhiznevskii right away liked Tver. He recalled, ‘I was so very 
much content with my official position (sluzhebnym polozheniem) and as an assistant of the 
chairman of the criminal chamber, that when V.P. Mansurov, governor of the office of ministry 
of justice, later member of the State Council, while visiting Tver kindly remarked to me, ‘It 
would not hurt to remind the ministry about yourself, to raise your career to that of a provincial 
prosecutor,’ I answered ‘I wish that they forgot about me in the ministry.’” 60 This more rose-col-
ored version of his initial experience in the city, in which he likes the city so much that he is 
willing to forsake career advancement, desiring that those in  the ministry simply “forgot” about 





58 Ibid., 260-61.  
 
59 In this sense, his letter writings reflect a textbook example of “narrative making.” Narrative making is an “active 
act of sense making through which individuals discern meaning from their experiences in line with their cultural ex-
pectations.” Qi Wang, Qingfang Song, and Jessie Bee Kim Koh, “Culture, Memory, and Narrative Self-Making,” 
Imagination, Cognition and Personality 37, no. 2 (2017): 1.   
 
60 A.E. Shaplov, “August Kazimirovich Zhiznevskii: K 190-Letiiu so Dnia Rozhdeniia .” Tverskaia Starina, no. 29 
(2009): 30.  
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him, contrasts with his early writings on his first arrival to the city. A later appreciation for the 
cultural life in the city, cultural life which he helped to create and develop through his invest-
ment in the museum, as well as wider societal appreciation for the growth of provincial cultural 





CHAPTER 3: THE GROWTH OF THE MUSEUM, 1872 – 1896 
 
Under Zhiznevskii’s tenure, the museum experienced a period of impressive and sus-
tained growth, with his importance to the museum still receiving plaudits as recently as 2018 
when a Tverian newspaper remarked that it was only with his appointment to the statistical com-
mittee that “the museum started to resemble a museum, and not an industrial exhibition.”61  In-
deed, the museum’s original collection was small and temporally incoherent, simply showcasing 
materials available at the time of its founding. This is not untypical for the establishment of a 
museum, which generally involved a call to the local elites to contribute something of signifi-
cance. Among its original collection in 1866 were two models of ships, glass plates serving as 
examples of local manufacture, two cannons “taken from the Swedes in the War of 1808,”62 as-
tronomical clocks, various portraits, several mannequins depicting traditional peasant dress from 
different regions of the province, and a stone “with an image.”63 Also included were several ob-
jects connected to Admiral Vladimir Kornilov (1806-1854), who was responsible for the defense 
of Sevastopol during the Crimean War (1853 – 1856) and died early on in the siege of this city. 
The museum displayed a flag that formerly belonged to the admiral, his portrait, and a sword, 
which he had carried “the very minute when he was injured.”64  In short, local objects pertaining 
                                               
61 “ Tver v fotografiiakh.” 
 
62 V. I. Kolosov. “K istorii Tverskogo Muzeia,” 336. 
 
63 Ibid.,  and V.I. Kolosov, Kratkoe opisanie Tverskogo muzeia, 4. 
 
64 V.I. Kolosov, Kratkoe opisanie Tverskogo muzeia, 1.  
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to Tver’s past and its current state of industrial development were shown alongside objects de-
picting the broader past of the Russian Empire and its wars of the nineteenth century.  
That this original collection was mostly lost by 1911, with the astronomical clocks “it 
seems” ending up in the city of Rzhev,65 reflects the lack of long-term importance attached to 
this collection by the museum, which by this time had become mainly devoted to archaeology 
and prehistory. That the models of the ships, as well as the flag and sword of Kornilov, were not 
returned to the museum after they were used in an exhibition in a different museum in 1879, ad-
ditionally indicates not only this lack of importance placed on these early exhibited objects as the 
museum shifted to the exhibition of solely archaeological exhibits, but also the relationships, 
shown in the circulation of objects, that existed among museums in the provinces. Archaeology, 
at this time the domain of amateur enthusiasts open to anyone with a spade and the desire to dig, 
had a symbiotic relationship with nationalism.66 It was during, and as a direct result of national-
ism’s growth in the nineteenth century, that archaeology began to be institutionalized: first in 
museums, as the educational value of artifacts could be utilized only via their exhibition to the 
public; and, in universities, as archaeology began to be taught in institutions of higher learning. 67  
Archaeology, and the search for a material record of previous civilizations, allowed nationalists 
to “produce material evidence of lengthy cultural continuity and connection with ancestors.” 68 
                                               
65 V.I. Kolosov, Kratkoe opisanie Tverskogo muzeia, 4. 
 
66 I have borrowed the term “amateur enthusiasts” from Ariella Azoulay “With Open Doors: Museums and Histori-
cal Narratives in Israel’s Public Space” in  Museum Culture : Histories, Discourses, Spectacles  ed. Irit Rogoff and 
Daniel J.  Sherman, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994) 91-92. For a discussion of the symbiotic 
relationship between nationalism and archaeology, see: Victor A. Shnirel’man, “Nationalism and Archeology,” An-
thropology & Archeology of Eurasia 52, no. 2 (Fall 2013): 14, 15. 
 
67 More information on this can be found here: Margarita Díaz-Andreu, “Guest Editor’s Introduction: Nationalism 
and Archaeology,” Nations and Nationalism 7, no. 4 (October 1, 2001): 429–40. 
 
68 Shnirel’man, “Nationalism and Archeology,” 14, 15. 
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These artifacts, “serving as a key symbolic resource,” could then be utilized by the state “for 
confirming rights to a given territory, asserting its borders, territorial expansion, acquiring 
spheres of influence, legitimizing power, and colonial domination.” 69 
 
Illustration 2: Inside the Museum (1884) 
 
Source: “ Tver v fotografiiakh: proshloe i nastoiashchee,” Tver.mk.ru., accessed November 27, 2018, 
https://tver.mk.ru/social/2018/07/18/tver-v-fotografiyakh-proshloe-i-nastoyashhee.html.   
 
With the introduction of Zhiznevskii as the director of the museum in 1872, the collec-
tions rapidly grew and began to reflect his own interests in this emerging field. This shift toward 
archaeology also occurred due to the influence of Count A. S. Uvarov, “the first Russian archae-
ologist.” This count took museum under his “protection” and began a “very active relationship” 
with Zhiznevskii, with one document referring to him as the “godfather (krestnago ottsa)” of the 
museum. 70  Thanks to the count’s connections, and the  organizational abilities of Zhiznevskii, 
                                               
69 Shnirel’man, “Nationalism and Archeology,” 14, 15. 
 
70 V. I. Kolosov. “K istorii Tverskogo Muzeia,” 337. 
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the museum quickly “awakened public sympathy (sochustvie obshchestva) to the museum” in 
important local Tverian figures, such as: the poet O. N. Glinka, the priest V. P. Uspenskii , and 
many others. According to V. I. Kolosov, who became the head of the museum after the death of 
Zhiznevskii in 1896, this creation of “public sympathy” caused people of “various estates and 
conditions (viaskikh soslovie i sostoianie) starting from the high administrative personnel to 
peasants” to give private donations to the museum. 71 Thus, from Zhiznevskii’s initial investment 
of his own personal funds and archaeological artefacts to the museum along with the help and 
initiative of the townspeople,  the museum’s  rate of acquisitions and visitors both sharply rose.72 
Due to this increase in acquisitions, by the end of 1896 there were 9016 archaeological items in 
the museum.73 The rate of visitors sharply rose during this time as well.  
 






Source: V.I. Kolosov, Kratkoe opisanie Tverskogo muzeia, 5. 
 
 
                                               
71 Ibid., 337-38. 
 
72 A description of Zhiznevskii’s early efforts to grow the museum can be found here: V.I. Kolosov, Kratkoe opisa-
nie Tverskogo muzeia, 5. 
 
73 Ibid.  
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Source: V.I.  Kolosov, Kratkoe opisanie Tverskogo muzeia, 5.  
 
The reason for the incredibly low visitor count for 1874, with only 12 visitors being rec-
orded, is unknown, but evident is the rapid and consistent rise in visitors in the following years. 
By the end of the 1880s, attendance began to slow down, with only 6078 visitors in 188974 and 
5535 visitors for 1891.75 To put these numbers in context, in 1894  the aforementioned A. P. 
Subbotin recorded the population of Tver as 50,000.76 If the population was relatively close to 
this in 1891, then in this year the equivalent of 9 percent of the city’s population would have 
                                               
74 Kalinin. Tverskoi muzei i ego priobreteniia v 1889 godu. (Tver: Tip. Gubernskago pravleniia), 1891., 1. 
 
75 Kalinin. Tverskoi Muzei Ego Priobrieteniia v 1891 godu. (Tver: Tip. Gubernskago Pravleniia), 1892. 1.  
 
76 A.P. Subbotin, “Volga i Volgari” reprinted in Tver’ v khudozhestvennoi literature i publitsistike: antologiia, ed. L. 
N. Skakovskaia and A. V. Trushchenkova (Tver: Nauchnaia kniga, 2010), 47. 
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visited the museum. Furthermore, since the museum was open two days a week, it can be esti-
mated that roughly 53 individuals visited it each day it was open. Evident here is the growing im-
portance of this museum as a cultural institution in the city, and the population’s acceptance of it 
as such. This attendance growth shows the population’s engagement with this institution and its 
willingness to absorb, or at least come in contact with, the educational messages and theories that 
the museum broadcast at this time. In short, the rising rates of visitors show the growing educa-
tional and cultural role that the museum played in Tver at this time, as well as the townspeople’s 








CHAPTER 4: THE “HISTORICAL LIFE OF THE ENTIRE RUSSIAN PEOPLE” 
 
Zhiznevskii’s “Description of the Tver Museum: Archaeological Department” published 
by the Tver Historical Museum in 1888, toward the end of this long period of growth, reflects his 
particular conception of the history of the local area and of the Russian Empire, and allows for 
insight into the types of history propagated within the walls of the Tver Museum. While lament-
ing the destruction of monuments around Tver, he wrote: 
I can only familiarize myself with the use of monuments of antiquity, which, regrettably, 
disappear quickly and irrevocably, sometimes from the hands of time, sometimes from 
ignorance and indifference….The territory, making up the Tver province, due to its par-
ticipation in the events of the historical life of the entire Russian people (russkago na-
roda), should have had many monuments of historical events; but due to repeated inva-
sions by Tatars, Lithuanians and Poles… they lost many such monuments. 77 
  
Here Zhiznevskii reveals his primarily ethnic conception of history. Tver is placed into 
the events of the “historical life of the entire Russian people (russkago naroda).” It is important 
that Zhiznevskii uses the word “russkii” as opposed to “rossiiskii” to denote Russian. While  
both are commonly translated as “Russian,”  “rossiiski” denotes all of the inhabitants of the em-
pire, regardless of their faith or nationality. Conversely, “russkii” is a much narrower term refer-
ring to only those identifying as ethnic Russians. Zhiznevskii does not use the more inclusive 
“rossiiskii” once in his introduction to this document.  
Not only does he conceive of history through an ethnic framework, but he also sees Tver 
as playing an integral role in the history of this “Russian nation.” This is implied through his 
                                               
77 Avgust Kazimirovich Zhiznevskii, Opisanie Tverskago muzeia; Arkheologicheskii otdiel, (Moskva, V Sinodalʹnoĭ 
tip., 1888), 4. 
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lament on  Tver’s missing “monuments,”  with it deserving many more than those currently ex-
tant at the time of writing. This loss of historically significant objects, turning into perhaps a fear 
of the loss of history itself,  is explained through the aggression of neighboring  peoples, namely: 
“Tatars, Lithuanians and Poles.” Here, the limitations of an ethnic conception of history become 
apparent. In a multiethnic state and a multiethnic society, even local history cannot be accurately 
presented through a purely ethnic lens without necessarily doing an injustice. Accordingly, 
Tver’s historic cultural relationship with Lithuania is notable in its absence inside the museum’s 
walls. Indeed, as important as what the museum shows, is what it does not show, the absences 
which recur within its walls,  its “institutionalized amnesia,” to borrow and butcher a phrase 
from Tony Bennett.78 Zhiznevskii’s museum is uninterested in showing, or rather unable to 
show, the struggle between Dimitrii Ivanovich of Moscow and Mikhail Aleksandrovich of Tver 
in the 14th century. This struggle between these princes, and between Tver and Moscow, both 
growing cultural economic centers in the period following the Golden Horde’s conquest of 
Kievan Rus,’ is largely unmentioned. Also unmentioned is that during the struggle between Di-
mitrii and Mikhail,  Ol’gerd of Lithuania was allied with Mikhail. Nor is it particularly signifi-
cant for Zhiznevskii that there existed earlier Lithuanian cultural influence in the city during the 
14th century.  
These absences are not only failures of Zhiznevskii’s conceptions of history lacking 
enough flexibility to include the region’s multicultural and multiethnic past, but rather, served 
discreet contemporary goals. Through the exclusion of Ol’gerd and more broadly the region’s 
Lithuanian influence, Tver is presented as simply a Russian city with a Russian past. Here the 
                                               
78 Bennett, while discussing the Beamish, the North of England Open Air Museum, writes of an “institutionalized 
mode of amnesia” relating to the region’s labor and trade-union movements and the activities of various suffrage 
and feminist campaigns. Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum : History, Theory, Politics (London ; New York: 
Routledge, 1995), 111-14. 
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nineteenth century’s dictums of ever present nations historically unified and distinct from other 
supposed nations, is projected backward and superimposed onto the messier past of the region. 
However, a slight reversal in traditional depictions of Russian history does occur through 
Zhiznevskii’s pen. Tver’s provinciality does not preclude for him its claim to a large importance 
in the history of the Russian nation.  Far from being peripheral the provinces become central to 
the various events of the “entire Russian people.”  
  A document “Tver Museum 13 of June 1892, Visit of the Museum: His Imperial High-
ness Grand Duke Vladimir Alexandrovich” published by the museum in 1892 also stresses the 
local Tverian history’s importance to the broader imperial past. It depicts Zhiznevskii leading the 
Grand Duke throughout the museum and showing him different exhibits while the Grand Duke 
asks various technical questions, such as “In what forms do the tops of the burial mounds oc-
cur?”79 During the visit, Zhiznevskii shows the Grand Duke an old document dating from 1606, 
detailing the movement of men and horses by the First False Dmitrii in preparation for war with 
Poland.80 With the “Time of Troubles” period of Russian history famously known as a patriotic 
time when the country united to expel foreign enemies – namely, the Catholic Poles –Zhiznev-
skii stresses the local’s connection with this patriotic past to one of the  foremost representatives 
of the center, a brother of the ruling Tsar.  
 At the end of the visit, the Grand Duke gave a portrait of himself to Zhiznevskii for dis-
play in the museum. “Such good will of the Grand Duke to the Tver Museum, God willing, will 
serve the development of Russian historical science and the development of love toward the 
                                               
79 Tverskoi Muzei,  Tverskoi Muzei, 21 Iiunia 1892 goda. posieshchenie muzeia ego imperatorskim vysochestvom 
velikom kniazem vladimirom aleksandrovichem, (Tver, 1892), 8.  
 
80 Ibid., 33. 
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native antiquity (rodnoi starin).” 81 Here both the study of Russian history and love toward one’s 
native land, referring to Tver, are mentioned in conjunction with each other, with the study or 
love of one, necessarily being involved in, and amplified by, the study or love of the other. 
   





CHAPTER 5: THE MUSEUM AS A SITE OF NATIONALISM 
 
Likewise shown to the Grand Duke on his visit to the museum was a portrait of Ekaterina 
Pavlovna, the aforementioned Grand Duchess who lived in Tver from 1809 to 1812. The mu-
seum, by the time of the Grand Duke’s visit in 1892, already possessed two portraits of this Ro-
manov. In 1888, the museum also translated a collection of her letters from the French and pub-
lished them with a foreword written by E. A. Pushkin.  All of this indicates the importance 
placed on this personage by the museum. It is with the publication of these letters, the majority 
of which contain Ekaterina’s thoughts on the War of 1812, that the museum most clearly shows 
its functioning as a site of nationalism.   
By adopting an emic perspective in the examination of both Pushkin’s foreword and Eka-
terina’s letters, the worldviews of these discrete historical actors under observation become ap-
parent. Despite allegedly presenting one unified text, a comparison of the foreword and the let-
ters reveals dissonances occurring due to the differing cultural milieus in which they were writ-
ten. Both Pushkin and Ekaterina revel in the Russian Empire’s victory in the war, and both locate 
this victory as occurring due to the Russian nation, and yet, in their understandings of this nation 
they differ. And in this dissonance, the new ways in which Ekaterina, and more broadly the time 
period she inhabited, were being reimagined to meet with the ideological exigencies and de-
mands of the late 19th century Russian Empire become visible.  
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Pushkin’s foreword, which starts by praising Ekaterina’s physical attractiveness, he  de-
scribes her as a “a beautiful woman: dark hair with dark eyes,” 82 then parses her life into three 
main sections: her alleged rejection of Napoleon’s marriage proposal in 1808, her involvement in 
the War of 1812, and her close relationship with the historian Karamzin, a relationship that he 
implies is so close that she provided the inspiration and impetus for him to write his famous  
Memoir on Ancient and Modern Russia.83 In each of these three main sections of her life, rather 
symmetrically, three main themes emerge: her Russianness  and attendant connection to Russian 
nationalism, her love of Tver, and the connection of Tver to larger events of Russia’s nineteenth 
century history through the events of her life.  
Ekaterina’s connection to Russianness is easily the most dominant theme, with references 
to it made on nearly each page of the seventeen page foreword. Pushkin mentions that she 
“speaks Russian excellently” 84 and recounts one story of how when a governor  remarked that 
“it is strange, truly, to hear, how good the great princess has command of the Russian language,” 
Ekaterina responded “I am surprised…that you find it strange, that I, a Russian, speak Russian 
well.”85 This praise is of course slightly strange for the reader to hear considering that all of her 
writings, prior to their translation into Russian by someone else, were in French; although, her 
letters do contain references implying she is taking Russian language lessons. In addition, Push-
kin describes her as possessing both “love to her homeland” and “deep patriotism.” 86 This 
                                               
82 E. A. Pushkin foreword to Pisma velikoi kniagini Ekateriny Pavlovny, Edited by E.A. Pushkin (Tverskoi Is-
toricheckii Muzei, Tver: 1888), 9. 
 
83 Ibid., 5-6. 
 
84 Ibid., 9. 
 
85 Ibid., 9. 
 
86 Ibid., 12. 
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patriotism is brought out, for example, when he discusses her alleged rejection of Napoleon: 
“The grand duchess received an official offer of marriage to Napoleon, and she told the Emperor 
Alexander…to send an official refusal to the emperor, which as is well known, turned Napoleon 
against the Russian state.” 87 This story, which seems to assert her as a Helen of Troy figure with 
her affection or lack of it, and not Napoleon’s imperial ambitions, leading to the invasion of Rus-
sia, connects her love for her homeland to her rejection of the French-would-be emperor of Eu-
rope. Pushkin writes:  “She was too proud to take the place of Josephine….and she never wanted 
to leave her homeland so she accepted the offer of the Duke of Oldenburg.”88   
Perhaps unsurprisingly, her actions in the war, as depicted by Pushkin, are also inherently 
tied to nationalism. Pushkin describes how she funded a battalion that subsequently fought in 
many of the major battles of this war, ultimately reaching all the way to Paris.89 At one point 
when he remarks on her  historic significance, he explicitly draws attention to this involvement 
in the war: “All these documents [referring to her letters] have undoubtable historical signifi-
cance, as they explain the participation of the Grand Duchess Ekaterina Pavlovna in the organi-
zation of the people’s defense in 1812.”90 For the Pushkin, the War of 1812 pit the “Russian peo-
ple” against the “all of the numerous allied armies of the enemy.” 91  This statement not only nar-
rows the ethnic composition of the Russian Empire to a single people, the Great Russians, but 
also shows it opposed to a many peopled Europe. The following statement, that the national mili-
tary fought “with the help of the Moscow nobility, always standing at the head of the entire 
                                               
87 Ibid., 3. 
 
88 Ibid., 12. 
 
89 Ibid., 14.  
 
90 Ibid., 16. 
 
91 Ibid., 15. 
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Russian movement, ” 92 serves as subtle justification for the existing social system of the Russian 
Empire. Here the nobility is shown as a guiding influence in this war, reinforcing class hierarchy, 
while also redirecting the primary loyalty of the Russian people away from the Tsar, who goes 
largely unmentioned in the foreword and the letters, to the Russian nation.  
The friendship with Karamzin also has its own nationalistic elements. Pushkin consist-
ently notes the close relationship that existed between Pavlovna and the historian Karamzin.93 
Not only is she being connected to one of the most patriotic Russian historians of the eighteenth 
and  nineteenth centuries,94 whose writings later provided inspiration for the Slavophile move-
ment, but the author specifically recounts Karamzin’s perception of her as a “Russian woman.”95 
Pushkin also uses the  relationship between them to show her concern and interest in Russian his-
tory.  
Her love of Tver, also frequently noted in the text, and her connection to this city, is used 
to assert Tver as a site of importance in the Russian Empire. Thus, when the battalion funded by 
her monies reaches the boulevards  of Paris, this shows the history and significance of Tver 
stretching beyond the borders of the Russian Empire to this capital of Western Europe. And 
when, Pushkin describes her as pushing Karamzin to create his famous Memoir on Ancient and 
Modern Russia,  here again, Tver is being linked with larger events affecting the whole of the 
Russian Empire. Thus, through the stress placed on the historical significance of this figure, and 
                                               
92 Ibid., 15. 
 
93 In one letter from 1812 in a letter to Karamzin, she writes “Dear teacher, I want with all my heart to congratulate 
you. Happy events in your family serve as happiness for me.” Such asides like this are frequent in her letters. Ekate-
rina Pavlovna to Nikolai Mikhailovich Karamzin, St. Petersburg, 24 May 1812, in Pisma velikoi kniagini Ekateriny 
Pavlovny, ed. E.A. Pushkin, (Tverskoi Istoricheckii Muzei, Tver: 1888), 58.  
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95 Pushkin foreword to Pisma Velikoi Kniagini Ekateriny Pavlovny, 5.  
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the emphasis on her connection to Tver and love for this city, the relationship between the local 
and the center is reversed. In this introduction, through the figure of Ekaterina, Tver is the most 
integral part of the empire. Through Ekaterina, the local makes claims to being, and becomes, the 
true center. 
Pushkin’s emphasis on Ekaterina’s innate Russianness and Tverness find reflection in the 
text of Pavlovna’s letters. Terms of emotional endearment are consistently applied to Tver, with 
her describing Tver in the following ways: “our dear Tver,” 96 my “dear city,”97 my “beloved 
city,” 98 and “my quiet amiable Tver.”99 One letter, written on November 21, 1812, makes clear 
this emotional attachment to the city, “Already two days since I returned to my favorite city 
which I saw with happiness, it is laid for me with dear memories, and in them I relax with happi-
ness when I return here, receiving a pleasant feeling.”100  
Most visible in her letters, however,  is her intense pride in being Russian. This is espe-
cially prominent in the letters composed during the war with Napoleon. On November 13, 1812, 
she writes: 
We are all suffering for one goal: for our mother, for the glorious Russia, but we can be 
proud of her and we will proudly say to the enslaved foreigners: you gathered from all the parts 
of the world, came with fire and a sword, but we, turning your cities to ashes, preferred to ravage 
them rather than defile them, and by this we gave you a great example; our glorious capital fell 
but we did not hesitate; you expected peace, no we are preparing your death; on our graves our 
cities will rise, like on a glorious foothill. Captives envy the Russian name, the officers are beg-
ging to wear our military uniforms, for there is no higher than them: Russia was the 2nd power in 
                                               
96 Ekaterina to Karamzin, St. Petersburg, 12 April 1811, 37. 
 
97 Ekaterina to Karamzin, Tver, 14 July 1811, 44. 
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99 Ekaterina to Karamzin, Tver, 17 August 1811, 46. 
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Europe, now and for centuries it is the first, and soon kings will come begging, asking for peace 
and protection. You can rejoice in this thought, it is not a dream but a truth. 101  
 
On November 21, 1812, she again expresses her pride in Russia, stating: “The foe is run-
ning, we are chasing him and destroying him. Perhaps the last hour has come for this monster 
that embarrassed the whole universe, Russia will triumph over the whole world, for it will have 
the honor of deciding the final judgement over the enemy.”102 As she continues this same letter, 
“Russia in the struggle against all united powers of Europe, inclining under their powerful winds, 
but soon raises its imperial head (derzhavnoe chelo) and appears in all its brilliance and great-
ness. We are able to be proud that we are Russians, at least this feeling fills my soul.”103 
These quotations reveal a clear pride in being Russian, but also are notable in their exclu-
sion of the tsar, and do not afford him in any role in the victory over Napoleon. Instead the Rus-
sian people are shown functioning as historical actors, or rather, the Russian people is presented 
as one collective actor. Her non-discussion of the tsar ultimately proposes “the ethnic core of the 
empire as the main object of political allegiance,” charting  “Russia’s future as national empire 
ruled by an emperor who identified himself with the ‘state-forming nationality.’”104 This illus-
trates a transformation of political imagination: political power has ceased to be encapsulated 
solely in a monarch whose legitimacy is guaranteed by God and increasingly becomes an expres-
sion of a national will. In that her letters stress the role of “Russia” in the war they have much in 
common with Pushkin’s summary of them in the foreword. 
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However, the “we” to which she refers in her letters, and her concept of the Russian na-
tion, are more inclusive than that of Pushkin. This becomes apparent in a letter composed several 
years after the War of 1812, in which, in a manner reminiscent of Tsar Alexander after the war, 
she now stresses the role of the divine in the war’s victory. But in her thanking of the divine, the 
reader receives a clue to who she sees as part of the Russian nation. 
On July 14, 1815 in the German city Wiesbaden she writes, “Providence, favored him 
[Here she is referring to Duke Eugen of Württemberg,  a German prince and a General of Infan-
try in the Imperial Russian Army during the Napoleonic Wars], on the prosperous campaign, 
which in 19 days destroyed the greatness of the genius that oppressed man. With what might, 
God appeared in this case and how is it possible not to be touched in the depths of your soul by 
His [sic] fatherly charity to us. Especially, we, Russians, need to thank Him [sic] for giving us 
this kind of love, greatness and kindness….Continue your story; the time we are living is worthy 
of your pen.”105  
This praise for Duke Eugen of Württemberg seems at odds with the earlier writings of 
Pushkin, who simply shows the Russian nation and the Russian people opposed to Europe. This 
difference is due ultimately to the different times in which they are composed. Ekaterina inhabits 
the Russian Empire at the beginning of the nineteenth century. It is a time when, since the rule of 
Peter I, a westernized multinational elite presided atop the social order, a time that Richard Wort-
man described as when, “the privileged, regardless of their ethnic background, sought to separate 
themselves as much as possible from the lower orders.”106 Accordingly, her praise for this ethnic 
German officer serving in the Russian army is not unduly surprising. However, such praise is 
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already out of place by the time of Pushkin’s writing. In the second half of the nineteenth century 
with the reigns of Alexander III and Nicholas II, there came a new elaboration of the “national 
myth” in which the tsar should be seen “as an ethnically Russian ruler, the most Russian of Rus-
sians….with firm resolve to forge an empire that was an ethnic Russian state.”107 It was during 
this time that Russification policies grew across the empire, with Russian language and Ortho-
doxy spreading across Ukraine and Poland, and orthodox churches appearing in the Baltic prov-
inces. Thus, in his formation of the war praise only remains for the Russian people.  
Despite these divergences, it is through publication of these letters, and the already men-
tioned foreword attached to them, that the Tver Historical Museum rhetorically reconstitutes the 
Russian Empire as an entity in which Russians are the leading ethnicity, and Tver, the leading 
city. The museum through translating these letters, recontextualizing them with Pushkin’s fore-
word, and publishing them, effectively removed them from their original time and space to en-
gage with, and invigorate, the contemporary nationalism and Russification politics of Alexander 
III.  
  
                                               




CONCLUSION: “TVER IS A TINY CITY, A CORNER OF MOSCOW” 
 
 
In 1894, A. P. Subbotin recorded the following popular expression regarding Tver’s cul-
tural inheritance from Moscow, “Tver is a tiny city, a corner of Moscow.” 108 This notion that 
Tver was similar to one of the capitals was not a new one nor by any means unique to Tver. P. I. 
Iakushkin in 1854 recorded the exact same expression involving the cities of Kharkiv and St. Pe-
tersburg in place of Tver and Moscow.109 Iakushkin also recorded the following expression re-
garding Tver,  “Tver – is a side of Petersburg.”110  The identification of Tver with both Moscow 
and St. Petersburg is a reflection of its geographic location between these two historic capitals of 
the Russian Empire. These sentiments also create an image of Tver, and provincial spaces more 
broadly, as unoriginal spaces, indebted to the capitals for what little culture they possess.  
 In the spaces of the Tver Historical Museum this image was challenged, and reversed. 111 
Through the museum, Tver, the provincial, the local, became the center. The museum illustrated 
Tver’s historic role in the history of the “entire Russian people.” It was Tver, through Ekaterina 
Pavlovna, whose assistance was critical in the War of 1812 as its troops reached all the way to 
Paris. Through Ekaterina Pavlovna, Tver was even able to stake a claim to the works of the 
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famous and patriotic Russian historian Karamzin, since after all it was Ekaterina Pavlovna, as al-
leged in Pushkin’s foreword to her letters, who encouraged him to write down his thoughts about 
Russian history. Through the museum and these published papers, Moscow and St. Petersburg 
became merely the corners of the more historically significant Tver.  
However, these processes of identification between local and imperial identity were in-
herently nonconflictual in the museum. The museum was a space of reimagination in which they 
came into dialogue, a dialogue in which both were frequently invoked to strengthen identifica-
tion with the other. Nor is this interconnection surprising when considering the museum’s origins 
in the 1830s reforms, which were designed to facilitate the accumulation of knowledge, and 
therefore power, by the center, while also paradoxically relying on an increase in local provincial 
autonomy. This mutual strengthening inside the museum occurs through the emphasis placed on 
identification with the Russian nation. It is to this primarily ethnic-based concept, and not the 
emperor, that one should direct his/her loyalty first and foremost. The museum then was an insti-
tution of ideological transmission, in which the citizenry could locate themselves historically, 
and reimagine themselves as members of a broader Russian nation, while also reinforcing their 
ties with the local community. As a vessel of nationalism, the museum attempted to restructure 
the hierarchical political imaginations of Russians by relativizing not only the political domi-
nance of the Tsar, but also the cultural dominance of the imperial centers. With the growth of the 
importance of the concept of the nation, the Moscow-Petersburg axis had to be broken, and Rus-
sians, regardless where they were located, had to be given a stake in the establishment of this na-
tion. In the walls of the Tver Historical Museum this broader Russian nation, including the prov-






 A medical university now inhabits the building of the museum. The former collections 
are almost entirely lost, with 95 percent destroyed  during World War II. And yet, just as Russian 
nationalism continues to exist today, so does this museum, with a successor institution in the 
form of the Tver State United History and Architecture and Literature Museum. In a book writ-
ten in 2000, the then director of this institution, a Mr. Boshniak, stated that “in the fate of our 
museum was everything – troubles and joys, years of oblivion and rise.”112 And this history still 
continues.  
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